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A PORTRAIT OF LANGUAGE SHIFT IN A JAVANESE FAMILY 
 Dian Rivia Himmawati, S.S, M.Hum- 
Bahasa dan Sastra Inggris FBS-Universitas Negeri Surabaya 
 
Abstract  
In the case study of a Javanese family from Semarang, the second generation speaks Javanese in 
the particular domains, based on status scale and social distance of the speakers. The members of second 
generation marry the men or women from similar race (Javanese). The third generation still speaks 
Javanese, even though they begin to speak Javanese Krama Inggil infrequently. They speak Ngoko Alus to 
the second generation. They prefer speaking Indonesian language (Bahasa) rather than Krama Inggil to 
acquaintances in order not to be entrapped to send messages impolitely. Intermarriage also makes it 
worse. They begin not to speak Javanese to their children. And this attitude is followed by similar attitude 
of those who marry Javanese men or women because of a few reasons.  Attitude of the family offers 
disadvantages. Javanese is not seen as an important symbol of ethnic identity.  The fourth generation of 
the family practically does not speak Javanese any longer.  The second generation has to speak 
Indonesian language (Bahasa) to the fourth generation even though they are close family. In that case, 
positive attitude does not support efforts to use the ethnic language in a variety of domains.   
Key Words: language shift, domains, attitude. 
 
1. Background 
In a case study of a middle class Javanese family from Semarang, called Tjitro Family, the third 
generation prefers speaking Indonesian language to Javanese. The third generation does not teach their 
children Javanese or speak Javanese to them. As a result, the fourth generation could not speak Javanese 
or some of them become passive speaker. It means they understand several Javanese expressions, but they 
could respond to and use spoken Javanese.  The number of the fourth generation is 17 children. The 
seventeen children are descended from 9 persons of the third generation.  In this case, the first generation 
has seven children. His seven children have 22 children. For a clear explanation, the family tree can be 
described as follows: 
 
 




          A                B               C                 D               E                 F                 G 
 







   = the fourth generation 
 
The second generation still speaks Javanese (Ngoko Alus and Krama Inggil/Madya). They never 
use Ngoko Biasa. They consider that Ngoko Biasa is a rude tool of communication. in the particular 
domains, even though some of them do not always live in the Javanese areas. But E, F, and G do not 
speak Javanese to their children. Thus, their children prefer speaking Bahasa (Indonesian). They use it in 
daily conversation and all domains. Another third generation still speaks Javanese, even though they 
begin to speak Javanese Krama Inggil infrequently. They spoke Krama Inggil to the first generation and 
speak Ngoko Alus to the second generation. They prefer to use Indonesian language (Bahasa) rather than 
Krama Inggil to acquaintances in order not to entrap to send messages impolitely. Intermarriage also 
makes matters worse. They begin not to speak Javanese to their children. And this attitude is followed by 
similar attitude of those who marry men or women from Javanese. They do not use and teach Javanese to 
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their children. The most interesting thing, the second generation (A,B,C,D) does not speak Javanese to 
their grandsons and granddaughters (the fourth generation). They always switch code in the family 
gathering.  They speak Javanese to their children and also some cousins (third generation), and then 
switch code when they have to speak to the fourth generation and some of the third generation. Some of 
the fourth generation can speak English, but they seldom use it when they speak to the other members of 
family. 
 
2. Language Shift 
According to Hoffman (1991:186), when a community does not maintain its language, but 
gradually adopts another one, it is about language shift. Similarly, Fasold (1984:213) says that   
‗Language Shift‘ refers to changes in language use among a community of speakers such as when a 
community starts to use one language in domains and functions in which its members had previously used 
another language. Crystal (1997:215) says that this could either be a ―gradual or sudden move from one 
language to another‖ Furthermore, this shift is unavoidable when two languages compete for use in the 
same domains (Romaine, 2000:49).  
Bilingualism is usually a necessary precursor of language shift. However, it is difficult to 
approach the overall concerns of language shift by using just one theoretical viewpoint. If 
monolingualism is considered as the base for full language maintenance, any use of L2 constitutes a kind 
of shift even if only temporarily. Individuals who are able to use more than one language with varying 
degrees of skills, they have choice to maintain their L1 or shift from L1 to L2. When the cycle of 
language shift is completed, speakers will be monolingual (Hoffmann, 1991:186). Hence, being 
monolingual in a language or a variety is an indication of complete language shift.   
 One of the important factors that impact on shift and maintenance of language is attitude 
(Gardner, 1985, and Holmes, 1992). Language shift tend to be slower among communities where the 
minority language is highly valued. When the language is seen as an important symbol of ethnic identity, 
it is generally maintained longer. Positive attitudes support efforts to use the minority language in a 
variety of domains. It will help people resist the pressure from the majority group to switch to their 
language. The status of a language internationally can contribute to these positive attitudes. Attitude 
represents internal thoughts, feelings and tendencies in behavior accross a variety of contexts. It is also 
supported by Khoiri (2005), attitude is not always significant with somebody‘s acts. Pride in their ethnic 
identity and their language can be important factor which contributes to language maintenance. It means 
that a strong community to support and encourage this attitude is necessary. In that case, the individual‘s 
environment has a contribution to change the main language. The attitude of the parents, spouse, and 
children to main language and individual‘s preferences regarding language defines the code they use. 
When someone choose one language rather than any other languages in certain situations, it shows that he 
has mastered the knowledge of using the language appropriately (Suharsono, 1995:13).   
 
3. Objective of the Study 
Many studies have established that change in language attitude is one of the major factors influencing 
language shift. For instance, Simmons  (2003) has tried to illustrate the concept of shift, what kinds of 
behaviors constitue shift and indications of shift in Barcelona.  Kuncha and Bathula (2004) have done 
work on language shift and language maintenance in a new immigrant community in India. Similarly, 
Pillai (2009) has done work on Language Shift Among Singaporean Malayalee Families. Setiawan (2001) 
also has done his work on language shift in a Bilingual Community in East Java. On the other hand, 
Holmes and Harlow (1991) have tried to illustrate some of the common characteristics of the 
communities in New Zealand, which have resisted language shift and have managed to maintain their 
ethnic language attitude. This paper tries to examine the attitudes towards Javanese language of a 
Javanese family  as a potential issue in language shift. It may reflect the real condition of the smallest 
community in Javanese community. 
   
4. Collecting the Data 
The data was collected using  personal interviews guided by a questionnaire. Interviews were 
done by three ways:  1) face to face, 2) through yahoo messenger, 3) by phone. They were done 
individually to minimize any external influence and cover a) language proficiency, b) attitude towards 
Javanese,  c) attitude towards Indonesian language. The respondents fall into five categories: i) the second 
generation who speak Javanese to the children (3 respondents of 4-one respondent passed away), ii) the 
second generation who speak Indonesian to the children (3 respondents), iii) the third generation who 
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marries the Javanese man/woman (4), iv) the third generation who marries non-Javanese man/woman (5 
respondents), v) the fourth generation. Their language proficiency was also observed through family 
gathering. 
 
5. Finding and Discussion 
a. Language Proficiency 
1. The second generation 
The respondents were asked about the use of Javanese and Indonesian language. All of the second 
generation can use Javanese (Krama Inggil and Ngoko) in spoken and written form. They able to use 
Javanese phrases and sentences completely in a context. They could speak Indonesian language fluently 
and use Indonesian language in written form as well. All of them have got respected positions at work.  
Some of them also could speak English. But they seldom use it. The second generation members are 
actually the fluent users of Javanese language. Even though they always contact and communicate with 
non-Javanese speakers, they usually use Javanese when their interlocutors are Javanese or whoever 
speaking Javanese. 
 
2.  The third generation 
The third generation members are distinguishably different from the second generation.  The 
respondents descended from E are the passive users of Javanese. They could not speak Javanese because 
their L1 is Indonesian language. They understand when somebody speaks Ngoko, but they prefer respond 
to her/him in Indonesian language. It shows that they do not master Javanese completely. The respondents 
descended from F and G were born and grown up outside Javanese speaking areas. F‘s children always 
moved from one city to another city. F‘s wife is Javanese, too. F and his wife use Indonesian language to 
communicate with their children. So their children never understand Javanese. This situation is similar to 
G‘s child. G marries a non-Javanese man and lives outside Javanese speaking areas. Her child never 
understands Javanese. 
The other third generation members who always live and were raised in Javanese speaking areas can 
speak Javanese. They use Ngoko alus to their parents and Krama to older people. They understand that 
Javanese has undha-usuk. Unfortunately, their performance in using Krama is not as good as the second 
generation‘s. Some of them sometimes mix codes (Krama-Ngoko-Indonesian language) when they have 
difficulty finding the appropriate words/phrases in Krama Inggil. For example: ―Liburan mangke dhateng 
mrika, Yangti. Diantar kaliyan ayah-ipun‖. There is also a slightly decrease in their fluency level of 
written Javanese. They seldom practice the written Javanese. 
Indonesian language becomes an option to talk with acquaintances or strangers. Phonological and lexical 
interferences from Javanese color their Indonesian utterances, for instance: ―Ndak boleh begitu, ya‖, 
―Aku orang uda ke sana‖/ ―Wong aku uda kesana. 
 
3. The fourth generation 
Two members (a‘s child and c‘s child) of the fourth generation have lived abroad since childhood. It 
means they could not speak Javanese. They speak Both English and Indonesian language. The other 
members of the fourth generation hardly speak Javanese. They speak Indonesian all the time. Their 
parents (the third generation) speak Indonesian language to them. Actually, they have got a Javanese 
lesson at school, but they never practice spoken/written Javanese outside the class. Like their parents, 
their utterances pertain to the phonological and lexical interferences from Javanese. Sometimes, their 
utterances are influenced by the language forms of their friends at school of their environment, for 
example:  ―Aku sudah makan ndek sana‖. 
 
b. Attitude towards the Javanese and Indonesian language 
As regards to attitude towards the Javanese language, a set of the questions was asked about what 
the respondents feel on the use and their attitude towards Javanese language in this family. 
1. The second generation (B,C,D) 
The second generation members are mainly eager to use Javanese in daily communication to be a 
symbol of identity.  They are proud of using Javanese. Unfortunately they realize that they do not have to 
compel their grandchildren to use Javanese.  In that case, they agree that their daughters and sons (third 
generation) have reasons for using Indonesian language in daily communication to their grandchildren. 
They do not want to intervene to their sons/daughters, but they always try to suggest their sons/daughter 
to teach Javanese language to their grandchildren. They have to speak Indonesian language to their 
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grandchildren in order that they can be closer to their grandchildren. From this situation, those members 
of this generation actually have a positive attitude toward the Javanese. But the internal environment does 
not support to do so.  Therefore, the positive attitude of them is not correlated with their undesired act. 
  
2. The second generation (E,F,G) 
They are proud of being Javanese, and they are still using Javanese in interrelationship domain. 
E‘s wife is Javanese. Even though she is Javanese, she often speaks Indonesian language since childhood. 
Regarding this point, she moved from one city to another city to follow her parents. Code switching and 
mixing (Javanese-Indonesian) are sometimes inserted in her utterances.  It is similar situation to F and G. 
Demography/mobility and Intermarriage force them to speak Indonesian language more often than 
Javanese. They think it is useful to speak Indonesian rather than Javanese in their environment (outside 
Javanese speaking area).  This attitude indicates an ongoing conflict between their linguistics identity and 
utility of the language. They will compete to force the users to choose one of them. 
 
3. The third generation 
The respondents were also asked a set of questions relating to the use of Javanese and their 
attitude towards Javanese. The respondents who marry non-Javanese men/women stated that using 
Indonesian was easier and useful. To make communication easier, they have to choose a language as a 
bridging tool of communication. They speak Indonesian to their children. Teaching Javanese to their 
children is not easy because their environment does not support it.  Actually they are proud of being 
Javanese and still speaking Javanese (Ngoko) to their parents and nieces/nephews.  This attitude reflects 
the desire to show their identity.   
The third generation members who marry Javanese men were also asked the same questions. 
They speak Javanese language (Ngoko) and Indonesian language to their spouses. They speak Indonesian 
with their children. They think Javanese rule is so complicated that they do not want their children to 
make mistakes in usage. For example: the same words in Ngoko sometimes cannot be used in the 
different addresses. As result, the children can be labeled as an impolite kid. The other respondent said 
that Indonesian is more powerful because her environment including her family uses it. This attitude 
offers disadvantage. The generation members who marry the Javanese men are actually supposed to 
support their ethnic language, because they have much more chance than others. Unfortunately, they do 
not do it. 
 
4. The fourth generation 
The fourth generation members are from 1 month-17 years old. The respondents were selected 
based on whoever going to school, at least elementary school. They all said the Javanese lesson was more 
difficult than Bahasa Indonesia, and then English was more interesting and useful than Javanese.  It 
indicates a negative attitude because Javanese is considered as an unimportant thing. 
 
Concluding Sentences 
The finding reveals that there is an indication of language shift in this family (close relationship). 
The fourth generation members do not speak Javanese because their parents and their environment never 
teach them. Their attitude of this family offers disadvantage.  In that case, the three generation members 
begin to use Indonesian more often than Javanese. The positive attitude shown by the second generation 
is unworthy because there is no support from the other generations. The necessity (intermarriage and 
demography/mobility) and ease have been the two influencing factors of the negative attitudes. Being 
proud of being Javanese is not a guarantee for their using Javanese. Javanese language is not considered 
as the symbol of ethnic identity. 
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